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For Tatun and Nani, who first sparked my love of cooking –
a fire that continues to guide me and burn brighter every single day.
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Welcome to


INDIAN 101


While Indian food and ingredients are a lot more prevalent in the West today than they were a couple of decades ago, I still feel that Indian cooking is often oversimplified, bastardized or misunderstood. There is so much more to it than tarka dal and chicken tikka masala; or complicated restaurant-style recipes. Indian cooking can be simple, accessible, varied and fun. The food we eat at home every day is vastly different from that found in most restaurants. I want to introduce (or maybe reintroduce) home cooks to simple Indian recipes that are easy to follow and give you a real flavour of the incredible cuisine of the subcontinent, beyond the usual. This is what Indian 101 sets out to do.


I’m fast approaching that point in my life where I’ve lived in the UK as long as I did growing up in India. I’ve got family, friends and close links to both countries, and strangely refer to both as ‘home’, in conversation as well as in thought. Living in London has taught me so much about food, cooking and culture across the globe. But food from the Indian subcontinent still remains the food we cook the most at home, and seek at restaurants most frequently. And so, when I began plotting this book, I couldn’t think of anything more exciting to write about than the food I grew up eating and that I cook at home all the time.


Take a bowl of Punjabi rajma, a comforting kidney bean stew from North India, pair it with some steamed rice, and you have the ultimate comforting weeknight meal. Or consider a Chettinad chicken curry from the South, packed with flavour, ready to take centre stage at your next dinner party. Parsi eggs on potatoes make for the perfect weekend brunch, while Bengali-inspired baked mustard fish is an ideal choice for a quick, satisfying lunch. These diverse dishes from the four corners of the country are unmistakably Indian, yet incredibly easy to prepare, with minimal effort and a handful of ingredients. What’s best is that they don’t need to be eaten as part of a feast and can be enjoyed by themselves, or served simply with rice, rotis, bread or any carb of your choice.




Indian food is not always hot and you don’t always need a cupboard full of spices to make a single dish.





Indian 101 isn’t a masterclass on Indian cookery, but rather an attempt to give you an easy, digestible taste of the nuances and diversity of Indian food. I want this book to give you a feel for real Indian cooking, while remaining approachable and very achievable – showcasing food that is cooked simply, efficiently and quickly in homes across the nation, every day.


I’ve tried my best to include something in here for everyone, no matter where you live, your level of proficiency in the kitchen, or your familiarity with India and its food. I hope this collection of recipes gets you as excited about Indian food as I am.


So come join me in the kitchen and let me (re)introduce you to Indian food. This is Indian 101.
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Indian
Regional
Food


India is a vast country, and I’m willing to stick my neck out and say its food is more diverse than that which can be found across entire continents (well … some at least). Travel just a hundred kilometres in India and you’ll probably encounter a different language and people, with new ingredients and dishes to discover. Consequently, I make no claims of knowing everything about or representing food from every one of the twenty-eight States and eight Union Territories of India. In fact, I’ve missed a majority of them in this book.


The recipes here merely offer a glimpse into the vast and varied world of Indian cuisine, giving you a taste of the five major regions of the country – north, south, east, west and central (see the map, here, for more detail) – and a sense of the incredible diversity of flavours, ingredients, techniques and traditions that make Indian food so unique and vibrant.


By understanding the subtle (and not so subtle) nuances of the cuisine across India, you’ll feel more confident to cook Indian food intuitively, adapt recipes to your taste, your mood or the time of year, and to cook more often.




My goal is to dispel the notion that Indian food is limited to just curries or a few familiar dishes on a typical restaurant menu.





I hope to inspire you to set out on a culinary adventure that promises to be one of the most exciting and rewarding experiences you could embark on, sparking an enthusiasm to further explore and cook more Indian food.


North


★  Main states: Punjab, Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, Delhi and Kashmir.


★  North Indian cooking is heavily influenced by the historical Mughal Empire, which introduced the use of aromatic and expensive spices and dried fruits.


★  Fertile soils and pastures by riverbanks led to cattle farming and thus the wide use of dairy products. Beef isn’t commonly eaten in this region, though.


★  The tandoor clay oven hails from this region, so tandoori breads and kebabs are very common.


★  Tangy chaats (see here), served by streetside hawkers, can be found across most cities and towns.


★  Wheat is preferred to rice, making breads like parathas, naans and puris very popular.


★  Iconic dishes include: chole, chaat, butter chicken, black dal, tandoori breads and kebabs.


West


★  Main states: Gujarat, Maharashtra, Rajasthan and Goa.


★  There is a vast diversity in the dishes from the west: Gujarati food is predominantly vegetarian, and distinctly sweet. Maharastrian food favours fresh and dried seafood and lots of coconut and curry leaves. Rajasthani food features pickles, spices and meat, reflecting the desert terrain and the lack of fresh produce through most of the year. Goan food has distinct Portuguese influences.


★  Iconic dishes: pickles, dhokla, pav bhaji, vindaloo and seafood curries.


East and North East


★  Main states: West Bengal, Odisha, Assam, northeastern territories.


★  Rice, mustard and fish play a big role in the cuisine of the east.


★  Mustard oil and a slight sweetness even in savoury dishes is a hallmark of Bengali food.


★  Food from the northeast is distinct and uses fermentation, and lighter spicing. Bamboo shoots, pork and influences from China play a big role here.


★  Sweets made from curdled milk are popular.


★  Iconic dishes: mustard fish, baked yoghurt, aloo pitika, sandesh and momos.


Central


★  Main states: Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh.


★  The cuisine of central Indian regions blends flavours and techniques from the neighbouring regions and heavily features lentils, wheat and millet.


★  Iconic dishes: corn kees, poha.


South


★  Main states: Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh and Telangana.


★  India’s vast southern coastline means that seafood, bananas and coconut are a big part of the diet in the south. Rice is preferred over wheat, and mustard seeds, tamarind, curry leaves and lentils play a big part in the cuisine.


★  Dairy products are uncommon in the food of the south, and cattle are raised mainly for meat.


★  Iconic dishes: dosas, biryanis, ishtews, banana leaf fish, and rice dishes, such as tamarind and lemon rice.
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Ginger and Garlic


Most Indian recipes feature ginger and garlic. I always store a jar full of each, in paste form, in my fridge. Yet there are few ingredients I despise more than store-bought ginger and garlic pastes. They are full of unnecessary preservatives and ingredients, and taint dishes with a foul, synthetic flavour. Instead, I always make these pastes at home.


It only takes a couple of minutes to peel a handful of garlic cloves and a thumb-sized piece of ginger (use a spoon rather than a knife to peel ginger!), then blend them separately with a pinch of salt and a tablespoon of oil. They can be stored in airtight jars for up to a month. You can skip the oil, but this will reduce the shelf life to a few weeks.


If you’re looking to stock up on these pastes, they freeze well and can be stored in bags or trays for months on end. Personally, I prefer to keep them refrigerated, as they are more convenient to use; and mine never last more than a few weeks anyway!


You can use garlic and ginger pastes when a recipe calls for grated versions of these, but you should adjust the quantities down slightly and remember that they will cook (and burn) a lot faster.


Here are some tips and tricks to take your dishes to the next level, and save precious time in the kitchen while doing so. Much like the classic spice blends (see here), many of these can be made ahead and are extremely versatile in their applications.


Onions


Onions play a crucial role in dishes. While frying them lightly can lend a delicate sweetness to a dish, cooking them to deep brown can both thicken a curry and give it a deep, caramelized flavour. Rich, meaty dishes often require this cumbersome step. You’ll probably recognize the frequent instruction to ‘cook your onions until golden brown’ in Indian cookbooks, which puts many people off cooking curries.


Instead, I use a great hack that saves on time and delivers consistently effective results: a container of ready deep-fried onions.


Peel and finely slice some brown or red onions, wipe them dry and deep-fry small handfuls in a small wok filled with any neutral oil until deep golden brown and crisp. There’s no need for any salt or flour, just plain onions. Remove them with a slotted spoon and spread them on kitchen paper to dry. Once cool, store them in an airtight jar or container, where they will keep for months.


Whenever a recipe calls for onions to be fried until golden brown, simply add about half the stated quantity of these pre-fried onions instead, along with a splash of water. Stir a few times and, in less than a minute, you’ll be at the same stage it would have taken you the best part of 15–20 minutes to reach!


[image: A bunch of small onions with long dried roots is spread on a surface, with some lying separately.]
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Red Chilli Paste


When I was growing up, my mum would always say that restaurants used food colourings to achieve their distinctive bright red tandoori chicken and curries. While this is sadly true a lot of the time, the secret behind the vibrant reds found in a lot of Indian food is often Kashmiri chilli. These chillies have a bright colour and are a lot milder on the heat scale.


Usually, good-quality Kashmiri chilli powder can do the trick, but for certain recipes, like Proper Butter Chicken (here), Pav Bhaji (here), Chilli Paneer (here) and a variety of Indo-Chinese dishes (such as Kung Pao Potatoes, here), using chilli paste takes the dish to new heights.


To make this at home, start by sourcing good-quality dried Kashmiri chillies (or Byadgi chillies). Remove the stems and seeds from 200g of dried chillies. Simmer them on a low heat in 1 litre of water for 25–30 minutes. Remove from the heat and leave to cool in the water. Once cooled completely, drain the water and blend the chillies in a food processor with a large pinch of salt and a tablespoon of oil.


This paste can be stored in a jar in the fridge for 2–3 weeks. If you plan to use the paste immediately, you can even skip the salt and oil, simply blending the chillies with a splash of water to achieve a bright-red paste.


Tarkas


Tarka, tadka, chonnk, vaghar, bhagar and popu are all regional terms for a universally vital step used in a whole host of Indian cooking. Fundamentally, it’s the addition of a fresh layer of gently fried (tempered) aromatics and spices as the final step to a dish. At its simplest, it could involve frying a teaspoon of mustard or cumin seeds in a splash of ghee or oil and pouring it over a dish just before serving.


Adding fried garlic, dried or ground chillies, turmeric for a gorgeous golden hue, curry leaves, asafoetida, etc. are all very effective ways to amp up flavour and create a very relevant garnish.


The guide here suggests some ideas to play with. Certain recipes may have a traditional tarka, but if you understand the rationale for it, you’re welcome to use any number of the suggestions I’ve given to add flair to your dish.


Flavour Hacks


[image: A flowchart titled ‘Tarka Guide’ outlines steps for tempering: heat a fat, add hard spices, then seeds, followed by ginger or garlic, aromatics like chillies or curry leaves and finally ground spices. Pour over the dish or store for a week to reheat and use later.]
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Potato Chaat


No book on Indian food would be complete without a recipe for chaat. Chaat literally translates as ‘to lick’ in Hindi. These dishes are typically eaten with your hands, and that irresistible urge to lick your fingers afterwards gave them the name – the original finger-lickin’ food, long before the Colonel came along!


This recipe is a perfect entry point, with crispy potatoes as the base, piled high with tangy, spicy and crunchy toppings. I roast or air-fry the potatoes for a lighter touch, but traditionally they’re deep-fried. You can use store-bought tamarind chutney, but when it comes to green chutney, homemade is best – it takes a handful of ingredients and is ready in minutes. I like to freeze chutneys in small containers, so they’re at hand whenever the chaat craving strikes.


Serves 4


*****


For the roasted potato and chickpeas


500g Maris Piper potatoes, peeled and cut into 2.5cm cubes


3 tbsp neutral oil


½ tsp salt


1 × 400g tin of chickpeas, drained, rinsed and drained again


*****


For the yoghurt (optional)


200g Greek-style yoghurt, whisked


½ tsp black salt or sea salt


½ tsp sugar


½ tsp roasted and ground cumin seeds


*****


For the chaat


100g red onions, finely chopped


1 green chilli, finely chopped (optional)


2 tbsp Tangy Tamarind Chutney (store-bought, or see here)


2 tbsp Simple Green Chutney (see here)


1 tsp chaat masala (see here for homemade), plus more to sprinkle


½ tsp Kashmiri red chilli powder


½ tsp toasted cumin seeds, coarsely ground


2 tbsp chopped fresh coriander leaves


3–4 tbsp sev, to garnish


pomegranate seeds, to garnish (optional)


1. Boil the potatoes for 6 minutes, then drain and let them rest for 8–10 minutes in the colander.


2. Toss the boiled potatoes with 2 tablespoons of oil and ½ teaspoon of salt. Air-fry in a single layer at 190°C for 20–25 minutes, or bake at 220°C fan for 30–35 minutes, turning halfway.


3. Meanwhile, coat the chickpeas in 1 tablespoon of oil. Add to the potatoes in the air fryer or oven halfway through the cooking time.


4. In a bowl, whisk together the yoghurt (if using) with the salt, sugar and cumin. Adjust the seasoning with more salt or sugar, if required.


5. As soon as the potatoes and chickpeas have roasted and are nice and golden, transfer them to a mixing bowl. Add the onions, green chilli, both types of chutney, the chaat masala, chilli powder, ground cumin and half the coriander leaves, and toss well.


6. Put the mixture into a serving bowl and drizzle or dollop the spiced yoghurt on top (if using). Sprinkle over the sev, pomegranate seeds and a large pinch of chaat masala, and finish with the remaining coriander leaves. Serve immediately to ensure that the potatoes remain crisp.


[image: An oval plate contains chaat topped with sev, potatoes, chickpeas, curd and chutneys.]



Chicken 65


I haven’t managed to pin down where this dish gets its name from. Various stories exist, but the most plausible one suggests that this chicken dish was the sixty-fifth item on the menu at a popular south Indian restaurant. A regular diner, unfamiliar with the local language, began to order it by its number rather than its name. Soon, others followed suit, and the dish became so popular that the number replaced its original name. Today, you can visit almost any south Indian restaurant and, regardless of the menu’s length, Chicken 65 will most likely be on it.


Serves 4


*****


2½ tbsp cornflour


½ tsp ginger paste


½ tsp garlic paste


1 tsp Kashmiri red chilli powder


½ tsp ground turmeric


½ tsp ground black pepper


½ tsp salt, or to taste


500g boneless chicken thighs, cut into bite-size pieces


neutral oil, for deep-frying or air-frying


*****


For the tempering


2 tbsp neutral oil


½ tsp cumin seeds


10–12 curry leaves


2 green chillies, slit lengthways


1 tsp grated garlic


1 tsp grated ginger


2 tbsp red chilli paste (see here)


¼ tsp ground cumin


½ tsp ground black pepper


½ tsp MSG (optional, see here)


¼ tsp salt


juice of ½ lime or lemon


1. In a large mixing bowl, combine the cornflour, ginger paste, garlic paste, chilli powder, turmeric, black pepper and ½ teaspoon of salt. Add the chicken pieces and mix well to coat evenly.


2. Heat the oil in a deep pan or wok over a medium-high heat. Once hot, add the marinated chicken pieces in batches, making sure not to overcrowd the pan. Fry until golden brown and crispy, about 5–6 minutes per batch. Remove with a slotted spoon and drain on kitchen paper. Alternatively, you can brush or spray the chicken pieces with oil and air-fry them at 190°C for 18–20 minutes, shaking the basket halfway through.


3. In a separate large pan, heat 2 tablespoons of oil over a medium heat. Add the cumin seeds and let them sizzle for a few seconds. Add the curry leaves and slit green chillies, and cook for a few seconds.


4. Add the grated garlic and ginger to the pan and cook for a minute until they begin to turn golden.


5. Stir in the Kashmiri chilli paste, cumin, black pepper, MSG (if using) and 50ml of water, along with ¼ teaspoon of salt. Cook for another minute, until the sauce thickens slightly.


6. Add the fried or air-fried chicken pieces to the pan and toss well to coat them evenly with the sauce. Cook for another 2–3 minutes, mixing well.


7. Squeeze the lime or lemon juice over the chicken and mix well. Serve immediately.


[image: A bowl contains fried chicken cubes with green chillies and a lime wedge beside them.]



Bhajias


Ask any Indian what snack comes to mind when the monsoons roll in, and the answer will be ‘warm bhajias’, enjoyed while watching the rain pour down. Popularly known as bhajis in the West, these are essentially fried vegetable fritters coated in a lightly spiced gram flour batter. They’re perfect for teatime, especially when paired with a cup of masala chai or strong filter coffee.


Growing up, we made bhajias with just about anything: aubergines, potatoes, onions, fresh chillies, okra, bananas, and even mangoes. I know it sounds a bit wild, but if you’re in the mood for something adventurous, try battering and frying some juicy ripe mango wedges – you’ll be in for a treat.


This recipe is for the classic onion bhajias, but don’t hesitate to switch things up and use whatever vegetable you fancy. Serve with some Simple Green Chutney (here) on the side.


Serves 4–6


*****


250g gram flour


100g rice flour


¾ tsp ground turmeric


⅓ tsp Kashmiri red chilli powder


⅓ tsp baking powder


⅓ tsp cumin or carom seeds (optional)


1 tsp salt


1kg red onions


neutral oil, for deep-frying


1. In a large mixing bowl, combine the gram flour, rice flour, turmeric, chilli powder, baking powder, cumin seeds (or carom seeds) and ½ teaspoon of salt. Mix thoroughly and set aside.


2. Peel the onions, cut them in half lengthways and slice each half into 2–3mm thick slices.


3. Sprinkle the remaining salt over the sliced onions and mix thoroughly. Let the onions rest for about 10 minutes, allowing the salt to draw out excess moisture.


4. Gradually add half the dry mixture to the onions, mixing well. Add the rest of the dry mixture, massaging it into the onions until the mixture gets sticky and the onions are evenly coated. If the onions seem too dry and powdery, add a splash of water to the mix. Be sure to fry the onions immediately at this stage, to prevent them losing too much moisture.


5. Heat the oil to 170–180°C in a small wok, filling it no more than halfway up. Carefully lower a few battered onion slices into the hot oil, keeping the batter loose for a light, airy and crisp texture. Fry for 1–2 minutes, or until the bhajias are golden and crisp.


6. Serve them piping hot.


[image: A plate contains multiple clusters of onion bhaji arranged loosely.]



Bombay Sandwich


The Bombay sandwich, or cheese toastie, is a testament to the ingenious spirit of Indian street food culture, where street vendors take something foreign and transform it into a uniquely Indian creation, packed with spices and local flair, in such a way that you’d never imagine it existed in any other form previously.


Every street corner boasts a hawker grilling these sandwiches in camping toastie-makers over coal-fired stoves, each with their signature chutney or filling. One bite of these and you’ll never settle for a plain cheese toastie again.


You can swap the boiled potatoes for a tablespoon of Potato Masala (here) or Mustard Mashed Potatoes (here). This is a great way to use up leftovers of those dishes and gives the sandwich an added layer of flavour. Serve with ketchup or Tangy Tamarind Chutney (here) for dipping.


Serves 1


*****


2 slices of white bread


1 tbsp salted butter, softened


1 tbsp Simple Green Chutney (here)


2–3 thin slices of ripe tomato


2–3 thin slices of potato, boiled and peeled


2–3 thin slices of green pepper


2–3 thin slices of red onion


1 slice of cheese (Cheddar or similar)


a large pinch of chaat masala (see here for homemade)


sev, to garnish (optional)


1. Trim the crusts off the bread and butter each slice on both sides. You can use fancy bread, if you like, but the traditional version and the one I enjoy the most often uses simple, cheap, white sliced bread.


2. Build a sandwich in the following order, with a sprinkling of chaat masala every now and then to season the vegetables: bread – chutney – tomato – potato – green pepper – red onion – cheese – chutney – bread.


3. Toast in an electric or camping-style toastie-maker. If you’re using a camping toastie-maker over an open flame, make sure you use a medium to low flame, and keep flipping the sandwich to ensure that the vegetables are fully cooked through and piping hot while the buttery toast turns a beautiful crisp golden brown.


4. Once toasted, spread some more chutney over both sides of the sandwich, scatter over some sev and serve.


[image: A person separates a grilled sandwich filled with vegetables and melted cheese.]



Potato Tuk


This dish is a speciality of the Sindhi community from western India. If you’ve never tried tuk before, imagine the crunchiest triple-cooked chips, flattened and made crunchier still, then tossed in a mix of tangy spices. They are ridiculously moreish.


The potatoes are traditionally deep-fried, but you can cook them in an air fryer or an oven and achieve a very tasty result too. I recommend this for anyone who is nervous about deep-frying for health or safety reasons, or who, like me, ends up eating this dish too often. This can easily be doubled to serve four, but you might have to cook it in batches.


Serves 2


*****


500g Maris Piper potatoes, peeled and cut into 1.5cm thick slices along the axis


neutral oil, for deep-frying


½ tsp ground turmeric


1 tsp Kashmiri red chilli powder


½ tsp ground cumin


½ tsp ground coriander


½ tsp ground black pepper


1 tsp chaat masala (see here for homemade)


salt


finely chopped fresh coriander, to garnish


juice of ½ lime, to garnish


1. Soak the potato slices in salted water for 7–10 minutes, then drain and dry thoroughly with a clean kitchen cloth.


2. Fill a wide, round-bottomed wok or pan no more than a third with oil and heat to about 130°C (a round-bottomed pan saves on oil when frying). If you don’t have a kitchen thermometer, heat the oil over a medium heat.


3. Carefully lower the potatoes into the oil with a slotted spoon to avoid splashes. Fry for about 10 minutes until a skewer penetrates them with no resistance and they are cooked through. They should only be a very light golden-yellow at this stage. If they begin to colour, your oil is too hot.


4. Cool the potatoes for 5 minutes in a sieve. You can make these up to 3–4 hours ahead and rest at room temperature until ready for the final fry.


5. Place the potatoes on a chopping board and carefully press them down one at a time with the base of a greased glass, flattening them to half their thickness, being careful not to break them apart. If the potato sticks, slice it off with a knife rather than trying to remove it by hand.


6. Raise the temperature of the oil to 190°C (or a medium-high heat). Deep-fry the potatoes until deep golden and crunchy, about 3–4 minutes. Depending on the size of your pan, you may need to fry the potatoes in batches to avoid the oil cooling down too much.


7. In a bowl, mix 2 tablespoons of hot oil from the pan with the spices. Remove the potatoes with a slotted spoon, draining them well against the side of the pan, and toss in the spiced oil.


8. Garnish with fresh coriander and a squeeze of lime. Serve immediately.


Alternative Air Fryer or Oven Method


1. Boil the potatoes in water for 6 minutes, then drain and dry thoroughly.


2. Coat the boiled potatoes generously in oil and either air fry at 160°C for 10 minutes or bake at 190°C fan for 13 minutes.


3. Press them down one at a time with the base of a greased glass, brush generously with more oil, and continue air frying or baking at maximum heat until crisp and golden (about 5–7 minutes).


4. To finish, mix all the spices together in a bowl and sprinkle over the potatoes, followed by the chopped coriander and a drizzle of lime juice.


[image: A plate contains crispy, round potato slices garnished with herbs and a lime wedge.]



Peanut Mudi Salad


Traditional Indian cookery doesn’t feature many raw dishes, except for the ubiquitous Kachumber (here). I miss having salads with my meals, so I often turn to this popular streetside snack of puffed rice from Kolkata, loading it up with vegetables to create a salad of sorts. Feel free to substitute or add any vegetables you like to make it your own.


Serves 4


*****


75g puffed rice


50g peanuts, roasted


100g tinned chickpeas or boiled dried chickpeas, drained


75g onions, finely chopped


100g cucumber, finely chopped


100g tomatoes, finely chopped


100g potatoes, boiled, peeled and cut into 1cm cubes


1 green chilli, finely chopped


1 tbsp chopped coconut pieces (optional)


3 tbsp finely chopped fresh coriander leaves


½ tsp salt, to taste


1½ tbsp mustard oil, or any neutral oil


juice of ½ lime or lemon


50g sev (optional)


*****


For the mudi masala


1 tsp fennel seeds


1 tsp cumin seeds


½ tsp coriander seeds


seeds from 2 green cardamom pods


1. Start by making the mudi masala. In a dry wok over a medium heat, toast the fennel, cumin and coriander seeds for 2–3 minutes until fragrant. Remove from the heat and allow to cool. Once cooled, grind the toasted spices to a fine powder with the cardamom seeds, using a spice grinder or a pestle and mortar.


2. Wipe down the wok and toast the puffed rice over a medium-high heat for 2–3 minutes, until it becomes toasty and slightly charred in some spots.


3. In a large mixing bowl, combine the toasted puffed rice, roasted peanuts and drained chickpeas. Add the onions, cucumber, tomatoes, potatoes, green chilli, coconut pieces, fresh coriander and salt.


4. Drizzle in the mustard oil along with the lime or lemon juice, and add the freshly ground mudi masala. Mix everything thoroughly to ensure that all the ingredients are well combined and coated with the spices and oil.


5. Just before serving, sprinkle the sev (if using) on top for extra crunch. Serve immediately, as it will go soggy if left around for too long.


[image: Three plates contain bhel with puffed rice, chickpeas, chopped vegetables and sev.]



Bread Poha


Poha is a very popular snack across western and central India and is traditionally made using flattened rice. However, this version, using white bread, is a favourite among students, especially those studying abroad with limited access to specialist ingredients and space to store them.


For a heartier version, you can add boiled, cubed potatoes and toasted peanuts, though I prefer to keep my bread poha plain. I love the hint of sweetness that a touch of sugar brings to the dish, but feel free to skip it if that’s not to your taste.


Serves 2–3


*****


2 tbsp neutral oil


½ tsp black mustard seeds


½ tsp asafoetida (optional)


100g red onions, finely chopped


1 green chilli, finely chopped


8–10 curry leaves


¾ tsp ground turmeric


5–6 slices of white bread, crusts discarded, cut into 1.5cm squares


50g frozen peas, cooked


½ tsp salt


1 tsp sugar


2 tsp finely chopped fresh coriander, to garnish


2–3 lime wedges, to serve


1. Heat the oil in a pan over a medium heat. Add the mustard seeds and once they stop crackling, add the asafoetida, followed by the onions. Cook for 3–4 minutes, until the onions soften and turn translucent.


2. Add the green chilli, curry leaves and turmeric and cook for 30 seconds, stirring constantly.


3. Add the bread pieces and the cooked peas, along with the salt and sugar. If the bread is dry, add a splash of water, but be careful not to add too much as it will make the bread mushy. Mix everything well, making sure the bread is evenly coated with the spices. Continue cooking over a low heat for 4–5 minutes, until the bread starts to toast and becomes crispy in spots.


4. Serve immediately, garnished with fresh coriander and with a squeeze of lime juice.


[image: A plate contains cubes of fried bread with green peas, curry leaves and a lime wedge.]



Hara Kebabs


These vibrant green patties are a great addition to a kebab menu and are sure to keep both vegetarian and non-vegetarian guests happy. At home, we often serve them in a bun with some Tangy Tamarind Chutney (here) and Kachumber (here) as a quick veggie burger or slider. You can make the kebab mix up to a day ahead and then shape and fry them when ready to eat. Serve with a chutney of your choice, or even some ketchup.


Makes 6–8


*****


500g baby spinach


200g fresh or frozen peas


1 tsp ghee


1½ tsp cumin seeds


2.5cm fresh ginger, grated


450g potatoes, boiled, peeled and roughly mashed


2 green chillies, finely chopped


½ tsp garam masala (optional) (see here for homemade)


100g paneer, grated


2 tbsp finely chopped fresh coriander


2 tbsp finely chopped fresh mint leaves (optional)


juice of ½ lime


1 tsp salt


3 tbsp cashew nuts, toasted and roughly chopped (optional)


2 tbsp cornflour


3 tbsp oil, or as needed


1 tsp chaat masala (see here for homemade)


1. Place the spinach in a pan of boiling water over a medium heat and cover. Let it cook for 1–2 minutes until it wilts completely, then immediately drain and transfer it to a bowl of iced water. This stops the cooking and helps preserve its vibrant colour. Once cooled, squeeze out excess water and blend the spinach to a smooth paste. If necessary, add a small amount of water to achieve a thick, smooth consistency, avoiding a soupy texture.


2. Cook the peas, boiling them for 5–6 minutes until tender if fresh (frozen peas will take less time to cook). Immediately transfer them to a bowl of cold water to cool. Once cooled, drain and roughly mash with a fork.


3. Heat the ghee in a non-stick pan over a medium heat. Add the cumin seeds and ginger, and fry for 2 minutes. Stir in the spinach paste and mashed peas and cook for about 5–6 minutes, until the mixture dries out.


4. Combine the cooked spinach and peas with the rest of the ingredients, except the cornflour, oil and chaat masala. Mix everything well until evenly and thoroughly combined. Taste and adjust the seasoning as required.


5. Shape the mixture into small patties, about 4cm in diameter. Lightly wet your hands to prevent sticking. Dust each patty with a little cornflour.


6. In a non-stick pan, heat the oil over a medium-high heat. Fry the patties for 4–5 minutes, turning them every 30–45 seconds to cook them evenly. Wipe the pan between batches, adding more oil as required.


7. Finish by sprinkling chaat masala over the patties, then serve.


[image: A person serves white chutney with hara kebab placed on metal and ceramic plates.]



Vada Pav


No dish captures the essence of Mumbai quite like the vada pav: entrepreneurial, quick, delicious and timeless. This bun stuffed with fried potato is a modest street food favourite among Mumbai’s working class. Daily, millions savour it at streetside stalls, some of which have reached almost mythical status, drawing long lines of eager customers as the evening’s first battered vadas plunge into sizzling oil.


A stellar vada pav hinges on a good vada – a batter-fried spiced potato fritter. But just as crucial are the fluffy pav buns and the vibrant chutneys that accompany it. My must-have inclusions are a tangy green chutney (here), a fiery garlic chutney (see below), plenty of crispy chura (see step 7,), and a fried whole green chilli.


Serves 4


*****


For the potato filling


1 tbsp neutral oil


½ tsp mustard seeds


8–10 curry leaves


1 green chilli, finely chopped


½ tbsp ginger paste


½ tbsp garlic paste


1 tsp ground turmeric


300g Maris Piper potatoes, boiled, peeled and coarsely mashed


½ tsp salt


2 tbsp finely chopped fresh coriander leaves


*****


For the batter


100g gram flour


½ tsp ground turmeric


⅓ tsp Kashmiri red chilli powder


¼ tsp sea salt


*****


oil, to deep-fry


*****


For the garlic chutney


4–5 large garlic cloves, peeled


½ tsp Kashmiri red chilli powder


3 tbsp roasted skinless peanuts


2 tbsp desiccated coconut


½ tsp salt


*****


To serve


4 green chillies (optional)


pinch of salt (optional)


4 pavs or small brioche buns


2–3 tbsp Simple Green Chutney (here)


1. Start by making the garlic chutney. Combine all the ingredients in a small electric grinder and pulse until you have a coarse red mixture. Transfer to a serving bowl and set aside.


2. To make the potato filling, heat the tablespoon of oil in a pan over a medium heat. Add the mustard seeds and, once they crackle, add the curry leaves and chopped green chilli. Stir for a few seconds until fragrant, then add the ginger and garlic pastes. Cook for 30 seconds, then sprinkle in the turmeric and stir well for a few seconds.


3. Add the coarsely mashed potatoes and mix everything well, seasoning with salt and stirring in the fresh coriander. Add a splash of water to bring everything together if required. Let it cool, then shape into 4 balls. Set aside.


4. For the batter, combine the gram flour, turmeric, chilli powder and salt in a mixing bowl. Slowly add 120ml water, whisking continuously until you get a thick, smooth batter that’s the consistency of custard.


5. Heat enough oil for deep-frying in a wok or deep round-bottomed pan to about 160°C. You can test the oil with a drop of batter – it should sizzle gently and rise to the surface immediately, without burning. Dip each potato ball into the batter, making sure it’s fully coated, then carefully drop it into the hot oil. Repeat with the other balls, trying not to overcrowd the pan. Depending on the size of your wok or pan, you may need to fry the vadas in two batches.


6. Fry each vada for 3–4 minutes, or until golden brown, flipping halfway through, then remove with a slotted spoon and drain on kitchen paper.


7. Once you’ve fried all the vadas, carefully drizzle in any remaining batter with a spoon, forming little balls and strands in the hot oil. Allow the batter to fry until crisp, about 3–4 minutes, then strain with a slotted spoon on to a plate lined with kitchen paper. We call these crispy bits chura, and they’re great both as a snack on their own or added to the vada pav for extra crunch.


8. Finally, fry the whole green chillies (if using) in the hot oil for just 10–15 seconds, until blistered. Remove and season with a pinch of salt.


9. To build the vada pavs, slice each pav or bun in half. Spread some green chutney over both sides, then add a generous sprinkling of garlic chutney. Place a vada in the middle and top it with some chura and a fried chilli (if using), then close the bun tightly. Serve immediately, with more chura, chutneys and chillies on the side.


[image: A vada pav placed on a black plate is filled with batata vada, green chutney and fried toppings.]


[image: A metal tray holds pav, batata vada, sev, green chillies and dry chutney on a smaller plate.]



Instant Semolina Dosa


Traditional folded dosas are a thing of beauty, but require planning and practice. These semolina dosas, on the other hand, can be made on a whim, in minutes, and require no more than a handful of ingredients and a non-stick pan. Known as rawa dosa, they are a legitimate version of dosas, not a shortcut for the more commonly known fermented rice and lentil dosas.


The cumin, ginger, onion and coriander add loads of flavour to the rawa dosa, but you could skip any or all of them, without compromising on the texture. Pictured with Mum’s Sambhar-style Dal (here).


Makes 8–12 dosas, depending on the size of your pan


*****


75g fine semolina


75g rice flour


60g Greek-style yoghurt


½ tsp cumin seeds


1cm ginger, grated


40g onion, finely chopped


1 tbsp finely chopped fresh coriander


½ tsp salt


1 green chilli, finely chopped (optional)


3–4 tbsp neutral oil (or ghee or butter), to cook


1. In a mixing bowl, combine all the ingredients except the oil and add 250ml of water. Whisk well until there are no lumps, then cover and let the batter rest for 10–15 minutes.


2. After resting, add 100–150ml of water to the batter until it reaches a very thin, milky consistency.


3. Heat a flat non-stick pan over a medium-high heat and add a few drops of oil. Once the oil shimmers, spread it evenly over the pan with a clean towel or kitchen paper.


4. Ladle some batter on to the pan. It should sizzle when added; if it doesn’t, your pan isn’t hot enough. The batter will spread across the pan and there may be some holes – this is normal.


5. Drizzle about ½ teaspoon of oil over the dosa. When the edges start to turn golden brown, which should take about 2–3 minutes, carefully peel off the dosa and serve immediately, folded in half. Typically, dosas are thin enough to cook on one side only, but if yours is slightly thicker and needs more time, you can flip it and cook it for an additional 30 seconds to a minute on the other side.


6. Wipe down the pan and repeat the process to make another dosa, stirring the batter very well each time. Any remaining batter can be stored in an airtight container in the fridge for up to a day. If you don’t add the fresh coriander and onions, it can be stored for up to 3 days.


[image: A plate contains semolina dosa folded in half and served with a bowl of sambar.]
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